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J e r s e y :  R a y n o r  
s  D i s o r d e r s  i n  
~t 9  ( 1 9 8 5 ) :  3 2 9 -
, .  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  
" t h e  S e d u c t i o n  
: r s e  S e x u a l  E x -
) t i o n . "  j o u r n a l  
i v e r s i t y ,  A l l e n -
~University o f  
n i l i a l  a n d  E x -
7  ( 1 9 8 3 ) :  1 3 3 -
a l  H e a l t h  S e r -
' H e r  D o c t o r s .  
S t a n l e y  P l u m l y ,  B o y  O n  T h e  S t e p ,  N e w  Y o r k :  
T h e  E c c o  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 9 .  
E z r a  P o u n d ,  i n  h i s  w e l l - k n o w n  e s s a y  " H o w  
t o  R e a d , "  m a k e s  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  " G r e a t  
l i t e r a t u r e  i s  s i m p l y  l a n g u a g e  c h a r g e d  w i t h  
m e a n i n g  t o  t h e  u t m o s t  p o s s i b l e  d e g r e e . "  
P e r h a p s  t h a t  e x p l a i n s  o n e  o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  
i n  r e a d i n g  p o e t r y - t h e  r e a d e r  h a s  b e e n  
t r a i n e d  t o  r e a d  f o r  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  f o r  c o n t e n t ,  
a n d  t h e  p o e t  i s  u p  t o  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e .  T h e  
p o e t  R i c h a r d  H u g o ,  m y  t e a c h e r  y e a r s  a g o  i n  
: t v i o n t a n a ,  o f t e n  s a i d  t h a t  p h i l o s o p h y  m a j o r s  
w e r e  h i s  w o r s t  c r e a t i v e  w r i t i n g  s t u d e n t s .  
W h y ?  T h e y  h a d  a n  i d e a  t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  g e t  
a c r o s s .  H u g o  w o u l d  l a u g h  h i s  b e l l y  l a u g h  
a n d  s a y ,  " I f  y o u  h a v e  a n  i d e a  y o u ' r e  t r y i n g  t o  
c o m m u n i c a t e ,  s e n d  a  t e l e g r a m "  
A  m a s t e r  o f  c h a r g e d  l a n g u a g e  a n d  t h e  t a n -
g e n t s  o f  m e t a p h o r ,  S t a n l e y  P l u m l y  c h o o s e s  
a n  a p t  e p i g r a p h  f o r  h i s  s b  . .  " t h  b o o k  o f  p o e m s ,  
B o y  o n  t h e  S t e p :  " W o e  u n t o  h i m  t h a t  s a i t h  
t o  t h e  w o o d ,  a w a k e . "  T h e  t r e e ,  b o t h  l i v i n g  
a n d  d e a d ,  i s  a  c e n t r a l  i m a g e  i n  t h i s  v o l u m e  
o f  p o e m s ,  o n e  i n  w h i c h  P l u m l y ,  i n  a  s e n s e ,  
d a r e s  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  s a c r e d  " w o o d "  i f  n o t  a c -
t u a l l y  " w a k e "  i t .  A n d  t h e  s e p i a  p h o t o g r a p h  
o n  t h e  b o o k ' s  c o v e r  g i v e s  a  f u r t h e r  c l u e  t o  
t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e  t r e e .  A  s m a l l  c r o w d  o f  
m e n  a n d  b o y s  l o u n g e s  i n  a n d  a r o u n d  a  t o u r -
i n g  c a r ,  w h i c h  s i t s  i n  f r o n t  o f  a  l o g g i n g  t r u c k  
l o a d e d  w i t h  t i m b e r .  S t r e a m e r s  w a v e  f r o m  
t h e  l o g s ,  a n d  a  b a n n e r  p r o c l a i m s  t h e  " P .  W .  
P l u m l y  L u m b e r  C o r p . "  I n  p o e m s  o s t e n s i b l y  
" a b o u t "  n a t u r e ,  b i r d s ,  s e x ,  a n d  m e m o r y  ( t o  
n a m e  a  f e w  s u b j e c t s ) ,  P l u m l y  e x p l o r e s  t h e  
d a r k  s i d e  a  c h i l d  s e e s  o f  h i s  p a r e n t s ,  t h e i r  
m a r r i a g e ,  a n d  t h e  l i f e  a n d  w o r k  t h a t  w e a r s  
B o o k  R e v i e w s  
t h e m  d o w n  t o  d e a t h ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  a d u l t  
p o e t ' s  v i e w  o f  h i s  o w n  m o r t a l i t y .  
A r r a n g e d  i n  t h r e e  s y m m e t r i c a l l y  b a l a n c e d  
s e c t i o n s ,  t h e  p o e m s  r e v e a l  P l u m l y  a s  a  l y r i c  
p o e t  o f  b o t h  n a t u r e  a n d  t h e  p s y c h e .  
" H e d g e r o w s , "  t h e  o p e n i n g  p o e m  o f  s e c t i o n  
o n e ,  d e s c r i b e s  a  b o y ' s  w a l k  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y .  
T h e  t o n e  i s  c a s u a l ,  i n t i m a t e :  " S o m e  t r o u b l e  I  
o r  o t h e r  w o u l d  t a k e  m e  o u t s i d e  I  u p  t h e  
t o w n ' s  s o f t  h i l l ,  i n t o  t h e  c o u n t r y  . . . .  •  T h e  
w a l k  i s  t h r o u g h  n a m e s :  " A n d  e v e r y w h e r e  
t h e  s m e l l  o f  s a n i c l e  I  a n d  t a n s y ,  t h e  t a s t e  I  o f  
t h e  j u d a s  e l d e r ,  a n d  s o m e w h e r e  I  t h e  
w e a v e r  t h r u s h  t h a t  h e r e  t h e y  c a l l  m i s t l e  . . . .  •  
N a m i n g  i s  t h e r a p y  f o r  t h e  b o y ,  i n  a  s e n s e ,  
a n d  a l s o  a  w a y  t o  a  d e s i r e d  a n n i h i l a t i o n  o f  
t h e  s e l f .  H e  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  b l e n d  w i t h  n a t u r e ,  
b u t  u l t i m a t e l y  f i n d s  t h a t  t o  b e  i m p o s s i b l e .  
T h e  b o y  m u s t  g o  b a c k  i n s i d e  t h e  h o u s e  a n d  
f a c e  h i s  t r o u b l e s - " t h e  t u r n i n g  o f  t h e  y e a r  
a n d  t h e  d e a d  f a t h e r . "  
N a t u r e  i s  m o r e  t h a n  a  s e t t i n g  f o r  P l u m l y .  I t  
b e c o m e s ,  a s  i t  d i d  f o r  t h e  E n g l i s h  R o m a n t i c  
p o e t s ,  b o t h  a  w a y  o f  k n o w i n g  a n d  a  t e a c h e r .  
I n  " A n a l o g i e s  o f  t h e  L e a f , "  w h i c h  f o l l o w s  
" H e d g e r o w s , "  n a t u r e  l e a d s  t h e  p o e t  f r o m  t h e  
s t a r s ,  t h e i r  s h a p e d  c o n s t e l l a t i o n s ,  t o  t h e  l e a f .  
T h e  l e a f s  a n a l o g y  i s  t h e  h a n d ,  a n d  t h e  t o n e  
h e r e  i s  o n e  o f  l o s s ,  f o r  a l l  t h e  t h i n g s  t h e  h a n d  
f a i l s  t o  c a t c h .  I n  l o v e m a k i n g ,  t o u c h i n g  
a n o t h e r  p e r s o n ,  o n e  c a n n o t  c o m p l e t e l y  
k n o w  t h e  o t h e r :  " T h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  b o d y  I  i s  
e n d l e s s  i n t e r i o r i t y  . . .  . "  T h o u g h  t h e  " s p i r i t "  
p a s s e s  b e t w e e n  t h e  l o v e r s ,  s o m e t h i n g  m y s -
t e r i o u s  r e m a i n s  u n k n o w a b l e ,  u n t o u c h a b l e .  
I t  i s  a  s i m i l a r  m y s t e r y  t o  t h a t  w h i c h  n a t u r e ,  
a n d  t r e e s ,  k e e p s .  T h o u g h  i t  e n g e n d e r s  a  
s e n s e  o f  l o s s  i n  t h e  p o e t ,  i t  r e m a i n s ,  t o o ,  a  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  ·  8 1  
source of wonder. 
The section closes with "Toward Umbria" 
and "Birthday," both of which foreshadow 
the poems to come. In "Toward Umbria," a 
foreign landscape reminds the speaker of 
boyhood places with thistles everywhere. 
The speaker perceives nature as fixed, and 
humans as the ones adrift: 
We are drift and flotsam, 
though sometimes when we stop to look out over 
the landscape, outcrops of limestone and a few 
stone sheep, the ground itself seems torn, 
and when we drive along the white glide of the 
river, 
the high wheat grass like water in the wind, 
someone in joy running from the house, 
the story is already breaking down. 
The poem ends with an image Plumly 
repeats later (in "The Foundry Garden"), of a 
figure coming toward him from the 
horizon-"someone we knew and almost 
loved, or loved, I for whom this moment is 
equally awkward ... ." It seems to be the 
haunting figure of the father. 
"Birthday" catches a moment when "light 
stacked up like scaffolding" brings the man 
back to a boyhood time. Remembering the 
father, the speaker ends the poem on a posi-
tive note (the father lifts him "like a dis-
covery, out of this life"), though the speaker 
also remembers being scolded by the father 
for "so much looking at the ground." The 
emphasis on memory, on the father again, 
and the mixed pleasure of loss and love, 
prepares us for the second section. 
The first section of Boy on the Step is 
dominated by poems filled with the lush im-
agery of nature, and the second section con-
tinues such imagery but adds darker sub-
texts of trouble, both at home and in the 
world of work. Here Plumly is at his finest, 
layering image and memory in poems that 
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explore subconscious depths. The section 
opens with "Cloud Building" and "Infidelity," 
both hinting at trouble, neither explicitly 
stating whether the boy's fears were justified 
or not: "All night there'd have been I an 
anger in the air, terror of voices, threats, I 
the argument half dreamt, then calm, I then 
the hard doors shutting I into sleep and 
cold and waking with the sun." That is the 
opening of" Cloud Building"; its somber 
close makes a distinction between the"sen-
timental old," telling stories, and" children, 
who in solitude have silence." 
"The Foundry Garden" and "Men Working 
on Wings" are two of the section's finest 
poems. In the former poem Plumly does a 
masterful job of describing the Dante-esque 
hell of factory work in rural Ohio, where he 
grew up. It is his father's workplace, the 
place that destroyed his health and killed 
him, finally, and the speaker's growing un-
derstanding of what his father endured 
results in a powerful poem. The poem's title 
captures the paradoxical heart of the poet's 
work- making a "garden" out of what was 
an industrial wasteland: "then the light 
across the long factory of the field, the split 
and rusted castings, I across the low slant 
tin-roofs of the buildings, across fallow and 
tar and burnt potato ground .... • The 
speaker is nearly overcome, at one point, in 
a rush of empathy: "The times I can taste the 
iron in the air, the gray wash like I exhaust, 
smell the burn-off, I my eyes begin to tear, 
and I'm leaning against a wall, short of 
breath, I my heart as large as my father's, 
alone in such poverty my body scars the 
light." 
Despite the emotional intensity here, 
Plumly always refuses sentimentality. In 
"Above Barnesville," he writes: "Deep autum-
nal nights I imagine my parents lying side I 
by side on the 
co~d-and-diaJ 
together the 1 
is nutter-of-f: 
his p:1rents' d' 
them reconci 
my mother." 
sense, aspec 
father in the 
snow she we 
it fall." 
Section tw 
and "With St, 
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I sculpture 
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degree of 
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In "Argu 
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: .  T h e  s e c t i o n  
l l d  " I n f i d e l i t y , "  
h e r  e x p l i c i t l y  
w e r e  j u s t i f i e d  
v e  b e e n  I  a n  
c e s ,  t h r e a t s ,  I  
1  c a l m ,  I  t h e n  
t o  s l e e p  a n d  
. "  T h a t  i s  t h e  
" ;  i t s  s o m b e r  
r e e n  t h e " s e n -
l d "  c h i l d r e n ,  
· f e n  W o r k i n g  
t i o n ' s  f i n e s t  
l u m l y d o e s  a  
D a n t e - e s g u e  
l i o ,  w h e r e  h e  
r k p l a c e ,  t h e  
h a n d  k i l l e d  
g r o w i n g  u n -
e r  e n d u r e d  
: p o e m ' s  t i t l e  
o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  
o f  w h a t  w a s  
: n  t h e  l i g h t  
e l d ,  t h e  s p l i t  
1 e  l o w  s l a n t  
s  f a l l o w  a n d  
I  . . . .  "  T h e  
• n e  p o i n t ,  i n  
: a n  t a s t e  t h e  
e  I  e x h a u s t ,  
~gin t o  t e a r ,  
I I ,  s h o r t  o f  
n y  f a t h e r ' s ,  
y  s c a r s  t h e  
: 1 s i t y  h e r e ,  
~ntality. I n  
e e p  a u t u m -
y i n g  s i d e  I  
b y  s i d e  o n  t h e  g o o d  g r a s s  l o o k i n g  u p  a t  t h e  
c o a l - a n d - d i a m o n d  d a r k ,  I  a s  t h e y  w i l l  l i e  
t o g e t h e r  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s . "  T h e  s p e a k e r  
i s  m a t t e r - o f - f a c t  a b o u t  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e .  A f t e r  
h i s  p a r e n t s '  d e a t h s ,  t h e  s p e a k e r  c a n  i m a g i n e  
t h e m  r e c o n c i l e d ,  t h e  f a t h e r  " t u r n i n g  t o w a r d  
m y  m o t h e r . "  A n d  t h e  p a r e n t s  i n h a b i t ,  i n  a  
s e n s e ,  a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e  t h e y  l o v e d - t h e  
f a t h e r  i n  t h e  d u s t  o f  t h e  r o a d ,  t h e  m o t h e r  i n  
s n o w  s h e  w o u l d  " w a t c h  . . .  f o r  h o u r s ,  l e t t i n g  
i t  f a l l . "  
S e c t i o n  t w o  c l o s e s  w i t h  " F o u n t a i n  P a r k "  
a n d  " W i t h  S t e p h e n  i n  M a i n e . "  B o t h  s e e m  t o  
r e a c h  f o r ,  a n d  a c h i e v e ,  I  t h i n k ,  a  k i n d  o f  
p e a c e  w i t h  d e a t h ,  w i t h  p a i n  p a s s e d  f r o m  
g e n e r a t i o n  t o  g e n e r a t i o n ,  w i t h  i n e v i t a b l e  
l o s s e s .  " F o u n t a i n  P a r k "  i s  l i k e  a  b e a u t i f u l  
w a t e r c o l o r ,  w i t h  a  p a r k  a n d  g r a v e y a r d  
d e s c r i b e d  i n  a  k i n d  o f  w a t e r y  g r e e n  a n d  
g o l d .  T h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  c l o s e s  w i t h  t h i s  v i e w :  
· r  c a n ' t  r e m e m b e r  w h e n  t h e  f o u n t a i n s  
w o r k e d ,  I  s p r e a d  l i k e  a l l  t h e  o t h e r  c e m e t e r y  
I  s c u l p t m e  i n t o  a  c i t y  i n  a  v a l l e y ,  I  h e r e  a n d  
t h e r e  t h e  g r a v e y a r d  g r a s s  l i k e  p a s t m e . "  
T h e  b o o k ' s  l a s t  s e c t i o n  i s  o n e  o f  f u r t h e r  
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .  T h o u g h  " V i c t o r y  H e i g h t s , "  
t h e  o p e n i n g  p o e m ,  r e c o u n t s  a  p a i n f u l  
m e m o r y  o f  b e i n g  b u l l i e d ,  t h e  p o e m ' s  t i t l e  
a n d  o t h e r  p o e m s  i n  t h e  s e c t i o n  s e e m  t o  
s h o w  t h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  d i s t a n c e  f r o m  p a i n  
a n d  h u r t .  T h e  p o e t  s e e m s  t o  h a v e  f o u n d  a  
d e g r e e  o f  a c c e p t a n c e ,  a  w a y  o f  t o l e r a t i n g  
t h e  p a i n f u l  j t L x 1 : a p o s i t i o n s  a n d  i r o n i e s  o f  l i f e .  
I n  " A r g u m e n t  a n d  S o n g "  t h e  s p e a k e r  s i t s  
w i t h  h i s  n o w - b l i n d  m o t h e r  i n  t h e  g l o o m y  
h a l f - d a r k  T h e r e  i s  a  k i n d  o f  c o m r a d e r i e  b e -
t w e e n  t h e m ,  d e s p i t e  t e n s i o n s :  " I  w i l l  n e v e r  
h a v e  a  c h i l d .  I  Y o u  k n o w  t h i s  w i t h  a n  a l m o s t  
k i n d n e s s  I  o r  a n g e r  . . .  . "  I n d i v i d u a l i t y  m e a n s  
s e p a r a t i o n  f r o m  o t h e r s ,  a n d  f r o m  t h e  
m o t h e r .  A n y  g r e a t e r  l o n e l i n e s s  i s  p o s s i b l e  
o n l y  i n  d e a t h :  "  . . .  I  k n e w  I  w o u l d  n e e d  a  
w i t n e s s  I  a n d  w o u l d  f a i l ,  a n d  t h a t  a n y  I  
o t h e r  l o n e l i n e s s  I  t h a n  t h i s  w o u l d  b e  i m p o s -
s i b l e . "  
I n  t h e  f o u r t e e n  s o n n e t - l i k e  s e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  
b o o k ' s  t i t l e  p o e m ,  a n d  t h e  l a s t  p o e m ,  P l u m l y  
m a k e s  a  c o l l a g e  o f  m e m o r i e s ,  f r o m  b o y h o o d  
a g a i n  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  T h o u g h  t h e  p o e t ' s  
c h i l d h o o d  s e e m s ,  a t  t i m e s ,  t o  b e  u t t e r l y  t i m e -
l e s s ,  a t  o t h e r  t i m e s  i t  i s  e x p l i c i t y  p o s t - W o r l d  
\ X ' a r  I I  A m e r i c a .  M e n  p e r f o r m  t h e i r  h a r d  
l a b o r ,  a n d  w o m e n  t e n d  t o  t h e  c h i l d r e n .  T h e  
c h i l d  i s  o f t e n  a n  o n l o o k e r ,  s t a n d i n g  i n  a  
c r o w d ,  l i s t e n i n g  t o  s t o r i e s .  T h e  s t o r i e s  n e e d  
r e p e a t i n g ,  e n d l e s s l y ,  t h e  w a y  l e a v e s  o n  a  t r e e  
n e e d  a t t e n t i o n :  " S o m e o n e  h a s  g a t h e r e d  a l l  
t h e  r e d  o n e s  I  h e  c a n  f i n d - h e ' s  g o i n g  t o  
l o o k  a t  t h e m  o n e  b y  I  o n e . "  
I t  i s  a  c a r i n g  a t t e n t i v e n e s s ,  f i n a l l y ,  t h a t  
P l u m l y  c e l e b r a t e s .  S t o r y t e l l e r s  r e p e a t  t h e i r  
l i n e s ,  t h e  p o e t s  m a k e  t h e i r  i m a g e s ,  a n d  i t  i s  
a l l  d o n e  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  o f  m e m o r y :  " T h o s e  
p i c t u r e s  . . .  w i l l  I  b e  t h e  w o r k  o f  a  g o d  
w h o s e  g i f t  i s  t h e  m o m e n t  I  l o s t  o r  p a s t ,  
p a s s e d  o n  t o  c h i l d r e n  o f  m e m o r y . "  B o y  o n  
t h e  S t e p  i n t e n d s  t o  l e a v e  u s  w i t h  t h o s e  l a s t -
i n g  p i c t u r e s ,  p a i n t e d  w i t h  t h e  c h a r g e d  l a n -
g u a g e ,  a  p o e t ' s  l y r i c  l a n g u a g e ,  r e f e r r e d  t o  
e a r l i e r  b y  E z r a  P o u n d .  
P a t r i c i a  C l a r k  
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